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ABSTRACT 

Two types of self-blame were investigated: 
characteroXogical self-blame, corresponding to the popular negative 
view of self- blame; and behavioral self -blame, representing a 
Fomitive attempt to reestablish a belief in. control. Results of a 
questionnaire completed by rape crisis centers located across tixe 
country attest to the pervasiveness of self-blame among rape victims, 
yet indicate that victims of rape are far more likely to engage in 
behavioral self- blame than characterological self -blame. (Author) 
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. -PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS ^ . , ^ji.- \wC^^^^^ 
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a I ^ ^ o ^^'^ DOCUMENT HAS-BEEN REPRO- 

t^^niArfj- ^aJL ' U'^i^^^^l^^y.^f Massachusetts, Amherst- J ^ ?he pys^N^o^^^p^^A.^r.^^^^^^^^^^^^ 

i(HM{/f frlA^ * ./ '^TrNGrT POrNTS OF VfEW OR OPINIONS 

Trt TUC Pnir/-ATin/jll RF«?nURrPS ■ ' / ■ JTATEO 00 NOT NECESSARILY REPRE- 

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES .,. . , . SENT OFF ICIAL NATionaCinSTITUTH OF " 

INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) AND — ' • EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY 

USERS OF THE ERIC SYSTEM." ' ' / )P ' . 

The pervaslvenesa of self-blame ^s w6ll-documefited fin the rape 
literature (see,- e.g. , 'Burgess & Holmstrom, 197^a, 197^b, 'l9?6! Bryant 
& Clrel, 1977; Griffin, 1971 i Hursch, 1977; Wels & Wels, , 1975). While' 
fear (of lijjurj, death, kM th^ rapist)' Is the ^prlmaty reaction to i/ape 
experience by vlctlFi^, self -blame may be. second only to\f ear In frequency 

of ' occurrence. Self -blame Is far more coirnnonythan anger? "Interestingly ^ 

- " - • ' \ • ■ ' 

anp^er does not seem to be a main component of the victim's initial r^eaction. 

She appears to feel responsible^ In spite of her feelings of helplessness V 
and fear (Calhpuri, Selb/,'& King, 1976,- p. 123)." . / . ' 

In considering the few facts- which exist/on victim precipitation . ' 
in the crime of rape, howler, it becomes obvious that the victims* - 
attributional strategies (i.e., s^lf-blame) xio not^irel4.TeQ.t an accurate 
•appraisal of the woman '^s causal role"^ in .the assault. .The National - 
Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence (1969) concluded that 
only of rapes are victim precipitated. A higher figure, 1%, has been 

proposed by Arair (l97l)i who used a considerably broader definition in^^ 
establishing^, his criteria fbr victim* precipitation. TheNdlscrepancy between 
the National Commission's findings and those of Amir may be due to' the 
greater discretion afforded the data- interpreter by Amir's broader defini- 
tion, which Included such criteria as "risky situations marred with sexu- 
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ality," Still, it is of particular note that neither nor 1S5^ repre'sents 

a majority of rape situations, yet the rape literature, in discussing the ' 



" O - P^rvasivness of self -blame among viqtims, appears to generalize from the 
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- exper}.enees. of most rape victims • , ^ . \ -/ 

• Self-blame by rape vjLctlms does not reflect a realistic appraisal 
of the 'i^^g^ the woman in. the assault. Ilqjr, then, can one- ^ 

account fok^he peaSrasive^ness o|^ st>ch feelings? ,A familiar response is ^ 
that women ttav* been socialised J.o a<^:j3pt blame f oi: their own victiraiza- 
tion, or, a^, |»owDinli;i^r (1975) ^u^gests^ we are condit3.oned. to a female ' 
victint mentalitorr Bfowiynlller. discusser the psychologies of Peutsch ' 
and Homey ,^ wh)rf^-bij>tl^ ^vlew masochism as a \feminine "trait (though considered 
culturally inducedfby , Homey , .but the result of biology to Deutsch) and 
concludes that this masochism -is an integral part of . female socialization. • 
In the particular caseVpf rape, women havQ fallen prey to the- internalization 
of myths, including "All womervwant to be raped" apd "No wdfrrtan can be raped 
againfet her vrill." Burgess and Holmstrom .(l9?^a) cohsider self -blame a 
iff^nlf ^station ofwcnen's socialization to the .attitude of "blaming the victim," 
a perspective' also shared by, Bryant ^d 'p|rel(l977). While this socialization 

, ■ ^, *, ' . , 

hypothesis strikes a familiar chord and §^ doubt suggests much |ihat is true, 
it may paint a , very incomplete pictUfefliif ,the jPact<^(s) responsible for 
self -blame in the rape victim. It f its 'n^eel^ liith ;bhe portrsLil^ of women 
as helpless and masochistic, incapable Of /dispi^yijig. anger towards others and 

' ■ ' ^ ."^ ' ■ ■ ■ ' '. 

therefore -^directing towards themselves, and inay unwittingly perpetuate a- 
view of women^ too consistent with this role of rape victim. Particularlyv • 
this view overlooks the possibility that, oddly enough, self-blajne may rep- 
resent a positive, rather than a negative, impulse by women who have been' 
raped; it may represent a positive attempt to cope with the trauma of rap§. 
^^g^ Self -Blame and the t?eed for Cor^brol 

The primary basis for the assumption that self -blame may represent a^ '\ 
positive, psychoipglcal mecfiahlsm derives from the imjillcatlons of self-zfejarae 
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f or a be3.^pf* in control x)ver Important life/ ev|nta^.* * The social psychological 
literature has repeatedly demonstrated the advantages of perceived control. 
Experimental "Studies have foofta thaCx a perception of control over, impending 
aversiye events reduces the avers iveness of such e^nts. (Bowers i 1968; 
Class & Singer, 197?); control over their environment enhances the well- 
. being of the elderly. auid prolongs their lifespan (Langer S R^dln, 19^6} 
Rodin Langer,-:pl977; 'Schulz, 1976); experiences with UQcbntroUable^ ' 
^tcomes brings abjout a state of helplessness and may be at /the root of 
depression (Seligman, l^f^^ 

■■■■ ' ■ ■ ' . ■ ' ■ 

\Ji' commbn reaction to rape is the feeling of a loss Of control over 
' one*s life (Bard & Ellison, 19?4; Bryant & Cirel, 1977). The v^oman does 
not f eei sure of he^^elf and questions her self-dete^^lj4Jiatioh. She not 
only needs understandings aTftd empathy from jjtheiJ^, but nefeds to feel a' sense 
6f control (Hilberman, 1976). She feels unc6n?5^!^le living in a world 



in which' she has so little cohtr^ol over Important life events, a world in 
-which she f fee Is extremely vulnerable, and, in particular i fears the rapist 
and a recurrence of rppe, If a woman washes vtp maintain i^a*^ sense of 
control over her life I whilerslJU^ltaneously attempting to believ^ in the 
avoidability of a future rape ,> the i^arget she blames for the rape is likely 

pns. Wt>at target is more likely to., 

/ « 

ijnply future avoidability and ^jontrol than oneself ? As' Medea and Thomp-' 
son (197^) write, "If. tlje woman can beiieve that somehow ,she gt^t herself 



into the situation, if she can ,f eel ^that'in some way she caused it, li" she 
can make *h6ree If' responsible for itV then she's established" some 6ort of con- 
trol^ver rape;" It vasn't someone^«ailm.rarily smashing. Into fi^r life and 
^WTCak,ilng>havpc Xp- 1(>5)>" / ' ^ ' e: 

, ' „. ^ ■ "- ' - 

., ' -3-.' •■■ ^ ^ , ' ' ■ 
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Two Typos of Sfclf-Blrune 

The Bugfjestion tliat adaptive motivations may lie behind self,-blame 

must neverthless take Into account tho more common negatives onccptions • 

of the^ phenomenon, by which gelfr-blame is regarded as maladaptive, 

a precursor of. psychological problems, and a component of depresnion (see 

• Beck, 196?). Actually, self-W'ame may be a label for two very different 

attributional strategies, both self -attributions, but with very different 

iiilplications for personal control. That is, a.victijn could blame herself 

tm thQ^kind of person she is, thereby faulting her character or .< . 

- ' ■ ' ■ ' \ 

certain personality traits, which. would reflect upon her perceived worth 
i . ,. ' ■ . 

ass & jerson. On the other^hand, she c.ould blame herself for having engaged 

^ in a, particular activk^r, or having failed to engage in a particular 

'activity, thereby bleuning herseK for certain j^ast behaviors; this strategy 

could have considerably less effect "on ^the victim' s. total' evaluation af 

herself as a^rson. T6 facilitate discussion of these two self -attribu- 

tional stra^tegies, the former will be labeledJ'cliaxacterolSgical" selX-bjame 

%T ' 1 u • ' ' \ 

and the latter "behaviorai»' seif-blajp^^rpih^Sas in thetc^se oil chatac'tero- 

l(^ical blame \he victim seems concerned with questi^n^, of dfeservingness J - 

in the past, in the case of behavioral blame the victlft seems conceifned ^ 

With questions of avoidability in the future; characterolo^gical self -blame' 

^ 'is. more clearly associated with the negative conception' of self -blame 

and IS relatively consistent with an image of masochistic womanhood. If, 

on tlie other hand, a woman engages in behavioral self -blame, -this does 

not necessai-ily imply tl^t she believes she deserved to be raped; rather", ' 
■ / ■ ^ ' 

, -It suggests tint she believes by altering her behavior >in the future she" 

will be able to avjj^ld a rec^enco of rape. Iif an attempt to reestablish 



/ a sense of control;, the woman seafclies to identify' tho'se behaviors — acts 

o -if 

- or omlsslene — for Hlilch she can blano herscj^, activities Hhlch she can 
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believe, if carried out differently, could have enabled her to avoid the 
rape and will thereby enable her to avoid a repeat episode. 

« While trti^'dlstlnctl^firietween characterologlcal and behavioral 
Seif -blame appears related to the etate-tralt distinction In olUnlcal . 
iPsycKology (see, ^.g., Splelberger, 1972^), It more specifically corresponds 
to the distinctions drawn by Weiner and his colleagues (Vf^lner, l^^rieze, et. 
p.1. , 1971) in their scheme of attributions in the area of achievement;*, in 
attributing failure to oneself (internal attiibution) , one- can"" point to ^ 
his/her' own lack of ability or effort, ^Generally, it has been found that 
'individuals who are highly motivated to suc<:eed attribute failure to A lack 
of effort, while those with low achievement needs attribute failure to a lack 
.of ability (Welner, Frieze, et. al.^ 1971). It appears that ability and effort 
^i.j^ribuiions have very different implications for perceived control;^ 
iijdlviduals who make an attribution to poor ability believe th^t there 
is little they can do to control the situation^and succeed, for ability is • 
Stable and relatively unchangeable. Effort attributions, on the other hand, 
will le^d one tp believe that as long as s/he tries harder^ |s/hfe will be\ 
able to control Joutcomes in a positive manner ^(see^Dweck, ^'1975). Likewise, 
characterolqgical aelf-blame corresponds 'to ah ability attribution, and 

- • * . ■ ■ f ^ . ^ ' ' ^' 

behavioral self -blame corresponds td an effort attribution, having very * 

■ ' ' /■ ' ^ ■' . ' * . 1 ' 

different ijnplicatlons for perceived personal controlT, While the dimension 

»■ ' • ' * 

used by Weiner aUd his colleagues to distinguish "betweten ajbiyty and effort 
Is that of stability (stable -unstable ) , the' differences between the .attributions 



nay also be captured through the use of a cx>nti<Gllabllity ( control lable- 



uncontrollable) dimension. 



This rudimentary analysis would, contend *that an Individual who 
atiribute's her- victimizatioh to modifiable behavior ((^..gV, I should. noV^mve 



walked alone i I, should have locked the windows) will maintain a belief In 
future control and a consequent belief In her ability to avoid a similar 
misfortune in the future. If one's victimization Is attrijDuted to kn inter- 
nal, more-or-less unchangeably, factot^ such as one's character or personality 
(e.g^ J I'm the' type of person wh.o attracts raplatS; I'm a weak person and 
can't say no) > the victim will be considerably le^s :j.lkely to believe that • 

' begin 



she is capable.ipf alleviating her vulnei^abljLlty inUt^fefutut^^ 
to perceive herc^elf as a chrbnic victim. . ' ^ 




c Rape Prlsis Center Queg1^.1j$r 
' According to theyabove schema » l5eh3.v^3*^a^ represents a cogniti 

, strkteigy-^/lec ting adaptive lmpuls^^5;Lwher©tis, chaxacterological self -blame 
^«*ppnta>a maladaptive courses' While \the' i^opuld: image • of the *rape 
vi^5tU>T]^lff^hat of a womanvbeli^vlng sj;!^ is k Worthless person, results 
of a iteceiit survey study siiWest that behavioral self r'blame may be far more 



re^^sejitative of the type oflblaSpe engaged il^y women who have been leaped. 
V SflDce the r^ literatyrg make^Ajao blame distinctions and is therefore not 

r velar helpful in this ^text, a brief questionnaire: was devised which was then 

-■^ ^ " • ^ ' "i 

.* seit^ ^tiJjtWpe crisis centers acrpsj>''tfte country.. Center names were derived 

' / --/^ ' ■ ' ^ : • ^ ' • ^' ■ . 

. {)rlinaAly fr©m a ligt of same in a fairly recent federal report on rape and 

^ l^:>vlct3)ifis (Brodyaga, Gates » et. ai;\ 1975) i and were supplemented by names 

^ of rape^ crisis centers found in an informal di rectd py at"^a local Women's 

-J Center; services which were hotlines only or were task forces without 

counseling services were excluded from the final list. In all, questionnaires 

were mailed ;,'to 120 rape crisis centers ^ representing services in 3? states 

' and the District of Colum^. Thirty of the questionnaires were returned 

.1- ' 
"addressee unknown." Of t^he remaining 90 crisis centers, 48 responded. ^Thus, 

^cllS^lng the 30 undeceived queBtionnalresi the return rate was 

cfenslderlng onljM^ 90^ that ^j^Are presumably received^ by the centers, the"» 



. return rate was 53p5. 

• In a cover letter I identified mysfelf as a social psychologist interested 
.in the nature of se-i^;-blaine among victims of rape,' and the letter recipients " 
were asked to base their questionnaire responses on their experiences 
as counselors of rape victims. The questionnaire items dealt prijnarily 
with the issue of self-blame. Crisis centers were asked to Indicate 
approximately how many rape victims they see yearly, and, of those they see, 
the percentage rlio blame themselves, at least in part, for the rape. The' 
behavioral fig^i" -blame question asked, "Of the rape victims you see, what ' 
percentage blame themselves for the rape because of some behavior (act ot 
omission) they engaged in at the time of - or Immediateiy prior" to the rape (e.g. 
"I should not have walked alone," "I should not have hitchhiked,"^ "I should 
have locked my windows")? The crisis centers were then asked to provide 

specific examples of behavioral self -blame related by the women they have 
or ' 

counseled. The charactero^oglcal self -blame question asked, "Of the rape 
victims you see, what percentage blame themselves for the rape because of some 
character trait or personality "flaw" they believe they have (e'.g. , "I was' so 
stupid, I deserved to be raped," "I'm the kind of woman who att^cts rapists," 
"I am a weak person and can't say^no«)r Specific examples of this type of 
blame were then requested as well. The centers were also asked to Indicate on 
two 7-point scales, with endpoints "almost not at all" and "completely," how 
much self -blaming characterized the women who, respectively, engaged in 
behavioral and characterolc^ical blame; this was Included In order to ' 
ascertain whether behavioral and character ological self -blamers differ in ' 
terms of the amount of self -blame they attribute "t.o themselves for the rape. 

Of the rape crisis centers who" responded, 38 of them completed the 
questionnaire, six wrote letter^ providing general comments and four wrote 
that they did. not provide direct counseling services and were tharefore 



unablo to cOnipHo the items.. Results wore therefore based on the completed 
questionnaires of 38 centefc, located in 24 states and the District of 
Columbia. The centers differed markedly in the scope 'of . their ojxjration, 
with the throe smallest serving 12, 30, and 40 i>ape victims yearly, and the' 

^ three largest serving 1200, 125O, and I5OO} the moan number of rape victinlr; 
seen acr<i»s the centers was 335. 

In general, self -blame v/as reported as quite common-, the reported 
mean percentage of women who blamei^ themselves , at, least in part, for. the 
rape, was 74?S. Of those who blamed themselves, behavioral self- blame was 
reported as considerably more common than characterolo^ical self -blame , 
and the difference between the the reported incidenofe of -the two blaming 
strategies was very significant, t(32) : 11.8?, p < .OOlj an average of 
6S^ of the women blamed themselves behaviorally , whereas an average of 1% 
blamed themselves characterologically. . Further, examples of the two tj^pes 
Of self -blame provided by the Rape Crisis Centers confirmed the fact that 
they were readily able to .distinguish between the two. Frequently mentioned 
examples of , behavioral self-blame included the following-: I should not liave 
hitchhiked, i shouldn't have walked alone (in tliat neighborhp©d) , I shouldn't 
have let someone I didn't know into the house, I shouldn't have been out 
tJiat l^te, I shouldn't have left my window open,- I'should not have gone to 
his apartment, I should' have locked the car. Examples of cliai'actet7logical' 
self-blame that were frequently reported included: I'm too .trusting , I'm 
a weak }vrson,.I'm too naive and gullible, I'm the kind of person who attracts 

. trouble,' I'm not a, very aware person, I'm not at all assertive — I can't 
say no, I'm imiftaturo and can't take care of m)''sclf, I'm not a good judge of 
character, I'm basically "a bad person. It iis interesting to note thJit 
c;camples of behavioral self^dame were reported in the past tense (i.e., 

. I should havo/should not liavi^l^Hheroas examples of cliaracterological self- 
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\ blame wer^ presented in the present tense (i.e., I am/am not); "perhaps- 
implicitly Indicating the 'presumed modlf iability/non-modif iabil'ity of 
factors associated with behavioral and charactorological self -blame respec- 
' tively, 

^ In responding to how much women blamed themselves for the rape, the centers 
reported that charactorological self -blamers blamed themselves significantly 
more for the r«pe than dld^ behavioral self-blamers (3.92 vs. 3.23, t(25) 3.36, 
' p .002). Overall, then, almost throe -quarters of the women seen at the 

crisis centers blamed themselves, at least in part, for the rape. The self- 
blameUxcressed was far more likely tSp be of the behavioral self -blame type 
than of the characterologlcal sort, yet the women who engaged in the, latter 
. blaming strategy were likely to blame themselves more for the rape than were 
behavioral self-blamers. 

/ Implications and Conclusions >. - 

The rape- crisis center questionnaire results indicate that while the '' 
majority of women do exhibit self-Slame following rape, the focus of this 
^ - self -attribution is a behavioral act or omission engaged in at the. tijne of 
(or immediately f)receding) the rape. Fewer than one-fifth of the women served 
*by the centers blamed themselves in a characterological' way, evidence that 
the "popular" view- of the masochistic rape victijn who perceives herself as 
worthless is largely unfounded. Rather i the self -blame in which most rape 
victims ^engage may represent a control-maintenance strategy, a functional 
response to a traumatic event. Evidence of the potential adaptive role of self-' 
blame has been found in a study by Bulman and Wortman (19??), in which self- 
blame (general measure) emerged as a predictor of good coping among 
individuals who had been paralyzed inifreak accidents. A desire to re- - • 
establish a belief in a controllable world, one in which the randomness of 
eveTita Is minimized, seems more apt to underlie the self -blame of rape victims . 

ERIC • 10 . 



than is a deep-seated negative view of themselves. 

Counseling techniques for rape victims frequently include repeatedly 
telling a woman that there is nothing she could have done to avoid the rape, 
that it was entirely the rapist's doing- and outside of her control. These 
statements are meant to be reassurinf^ , and in light of these "facts^ self- 
blame is regarded as entirely unnecessary and generally harmful. However, if 
a woman is engaging In behavioral self-blame and is consequently blaming 
herself for control-maintenance reasons, such a counseling strategy would 
presumably be anything but reassuring. Rather, from this perspective, 
counselors should recc^nize the functional value of self -blame and concentrate 
on enabling the victim to reestablish a belief in her relative control over 
life outcomes (e.g., discussing possible ways of minimizing the likelihood 
of a future rape^). Too often self -blame is blindly regarded as detrimental 
to mental health; rather, it may serve as a cue to the victim's psychological 
needs at the time. 

In suggesting that behavioral self -blame reflects therapeutic, positive 
impulses in rape victims, there is no intention of implying that the rape was 
at all the woman's fault.. Further, it is likely that a woman who engages in 
behavioral self -blame does not do so to the exclusion of blaming the rapist, 
society, or other factors; these blame attributions, instead, would stem ' 
from dlffer.ent motivations, control-maintenance being 

the motivation behind the self -blame. Since the phrase "self -blame" so 
readily connotes a maladaptive, negative mental state, it would perhaps be 
desirable to provide a more neutral label, scd^s "self-control attribution." 
- for behavioral self-bUme. In the case of rape,' this would certainly render 
■ore politically palatable the proposition that behavioral self -blame (i.e. , ^ 
self-control attribution) is of functional value for the rape vict'imi the 
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new label would foster a recognition of the control function of behavioral . 
self -blame, without Implying a judgement regarding desorvl'ngness .or fault. 
Further, It would conceivably forestall the perpetuation of a raasochlfetlc 
Image of womanhood. Use of the phrase "self-blame" to denote both 
behavioral and characterolcglcal self -attributions may not only blur 
Important distinctions between adaptive and maladaptive responses to a 
traumatic event, but may also preclude a heightened sensitivity to the acute 
control needs o^ women who Jiave been raped.- ^ 




" ^1^ 

Footnote 

' »* 

1. Kecently, Abramsorij Sellgman, ai^d Tca^dale (l970) ref 9rmulatcd the 
phcnom^hon of Jeai^ned helplessness in terms of an attributional model 

and added a global-specific dimension to the internal-external and 

i- 

stable -unstable dimensions priginal^ly proposed by V/einer et. al. (l9?l). 
Using this model i characterological self -blame Kould represent an 
internal, stable, global attril)utD?bni and behavioral ^clf --blame v/ould 
correspond to* an internal, unstable, specific attribution, The utility 
of the extra cells by Abramson et. al. may be rallied into question, how- 
ever, for it is conceivable that the more global an attribution, the more 
likely it vfill be perceived as stable (and vice versa), and thus stability 
and specificity niay not be independent dimensions of an attribution. 



♦ 
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